A Wilderness of Dragons : Tolkien\u27s Treatment of Dragons in Roverandom and Farmer Giles of Ham by Lakowski, Romuald I.
Volume 34 
Number 1 Article 8 
10-15-2015 
"A Wilderness of Dragons": Tolkien's Treatment of Dragons in 
Roverandom and Farmer Giles of Ham 
Romuald I. Lakowski 
MacEwan University in Edmonton, Canada 
Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore 
 Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Lakowski, Romuald I. (2015) ""A Wilderness of Dragons": Tolkien's Treatment of Dragons in Roverandom 
and Farmer Giles of Ham," Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and 
Mythopoeic Literature: Vol. 34 : No. 1 , Article 8. 
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol34/iss1/8 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by 
the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital Commons. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Mythlore: A Journal of 
J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and 
Mythopoeic Literature by an authorized editor of SWOSU 
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is 
available upon request. For more information, please 
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu. 
To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: 
http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm 
Mythcon 51: A VIRTUAL “HALFLING” MYTHCON 
July 31 - August 1, 2021 (Saturday and Sunday) 
http://www.mythsoc.org/mythcon/mythcon-51.htm 
Mythcon 52: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien 
Albuquerque, New Mexico; July 29 - August 1, 2022 
http://www.mythsoc.org/mythcon/mythcon-52.htm 
Abstract 
An exploration of Tolkien’s depictions of dragons in his stories for children, Roverandom and Farmer Giles 
of Ham. Draws on “On Fairy-stories,” the Beowulf lecture, the Father Christmas letters, and a little-known 
“Lecture on Dragons” Tolkien gave to an audience of children at the University Museum in Oxford, as well 
as source Tolkien would have known: Nennius, The Fairy Queene, and so on. 
Additional Keywords 
J.R.R Tolkien; Naming; War 
This article is available in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 
Literature: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol34/iss1/8 
" A  W i l d e r n e s s  o f  D r a g o n s " :
T o l k i e n ' s  T r e a t m e n t  o f  
D r a g o n s i n  R o v e r a n d o m  
and F a r m e r  G i l e s  o f  H a m
R o m u a l d  I .  L a k o w s k i
In  th is  p a p e r  I  w il l  e x a m in e  T o lk ie n 's  tre a tm en t of d rag o n s  in  h is  w ritings 
for ch ild ren  (exclud ing  th e  Hobbit), s ta rtin g  b riefly  w ith  h is  "L ecture  on 
D ragons" (w hich  w ill be  co n trasted  w ith  T o lk ien 's  Beowulf essay) a n d  then  
g o ing  on  to d iscuss th e  tre a tm en t of th e  Sea S erpen t a n d  th e  W hite  D ragon  in  
Roverandom, a n d  of C h rysophy lax  in  Farmer Giles o f Ham. I w ill also be look ing  
a t m ed ieva l a n d  renaissance  para lle ls  in  Beowulf a n d  th e  Volsunga Saga an d  
Book I of S penser 's  Fairie Queene, as possib le  sources for th e  largely  comic 
tre a tm en t of d rag o n s  in  th e  w orks I am  considering .
A s is w ell know n , T o lk ien 's in te res t in  d rag o n s  beg an  as a child  
w h en  h e  firs t re a d  th e  sto ry  of S igu rd  an d  th e  V o lsungs in  A n d rew  L an g 's  The 
Red Fairy Book. H e  w as even  in sp ired  to  w rite  a sto ry  in  verse  ab o u t "a  g reen  
g rea t d rag o n "  w h en  h e  w as ab o u t six or seven: "I rem em ber n o th in g  ab o u t it 
except a ph ilo log ical fact. M y  m o th er sa id  n o th in g  ab o u t th e  d ragon , b u t 
p o in ted  o u t th a t one [...] h a d  to  say  'a  g rea t g reen  d ra g o n '"  (Letters 214, 221).1 
In  h is  1936 A n d rew  L ang  L ecture  "O n  F airy-stories,"  T olkien  tells u s  ab o u t the 
im p ac t of h is  o w n  ch ildhood  read ing :
But the land of M erlin and A rthur w as better than  these, and best of all 
the nam eless N orth  of S igurd of the Volsungs, and the prince of all 
dragons. Such lands w ere pre-em inently  desirable. I never im agined 
tha t the dragon  w as of the same order as the horse. A nd tha t w as not 
solely because I saw horses daily, bu t never even the footprint of a 
w orm . The dragon  had  the trade-m ark O f Faerie w ritten  p lain  up o n  him.
In w hatever w orld  he h ad  his being it w as an O ther-w orld. Fantasy, the
1 As an aside, I will note that although his most famous dragons are bronze or golden- 
red, Tolkien continued to be fascinated by green dragons as an adult. The dragon in 
Tolkien's poem "The Dragon's Visit" is most definitely green, and there is a Green 
Dragon Inn in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. In fact, there are several real Green 
Dragon Inns in  England and it is possible that Tolkien may even have visited one: there 
is a Green Dragon Inn in Sambourne in  Tolkien's native Warwickshire and also one in 
Cambridge.
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m aking or glim psing of O ther-w orlds, w as the heart of the desire of 
Faerie. I desired dragons w ith  a p rofound  desire. Of course, I in  m y 
tim id  body d id  not w ish  to have them  in the neighbourhood, in truding 
into m y relatively safe w orld, in  w hich it was, for instance, possible to 
read  stories in  peace of m ind, free from  fear. But the w orld  that 
contained even the im agination of Fafnir w as richer and m ore beautiful, 
at w hatever cost of peril. ("O n Fairy-stories" [OFS] 134-35)2
L ater on, w h ile  a tten d in g  K ing  E d w a rd 's  School in  B irm ingham , he  
p u rs u e d  h is  ph ilo log ical in terests, s tu d y in g  O ld  E nglish , O ld  N orse  a n d  G othic 
on  h is ow n. H e  w o u ld  also de lig h t h is  h ig h  school fr iends b y  rec iting  from  
Beowulf, Pearl, a n d  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, a n d  reco u n tin g  "horrific  
ep isodes from  th e  N orse  Volsungasaga, w ith  a p ass in g  gibe a t W agner w hose 
in te rp re ta tio n  of the  m y th s  h e  h e ld  in  con tem pt" (C arpen te r 46).3
W hile a tten d in g  O xford  as an  u n d e rg ra d u a te , T olkien  co n tinued  to 
be  in te rested  in  dragons. In  a le tter w ritten  in  1964, T olkien  ex p la in ed  th a t he  
w as  p rim arily  a scientific ph ilo log ist a n d  th a t h e  "b eg an  the construction  of 
lan g u ag es in  early  b oyhood  [...]. But I w as also in te rested  in  trad itio n a l tales 
(especially  those  concern ing  dragons); a n d  w ritin g  (not read ing) verse  an d  
m etrica l devices. T hese th in g s beg an  to  flow  to g e th e r w h en  I w as  an  
u n d e rg ra d u a te  to  th e  d esp a ir of m y  tu to rs  a n d  nea r-w reck in g  of m y  career" 
(Letters 345). I t w as a t th is  tim e, w h ile  he  w as  com posing  th e  Book o f Lost Tales, 
s ta rtin g  in  ab o u t 1915-16, th a t T olkien  w ro te  h is  earliest sto ries invo lv ing  
dragons: "T he Fall of G ondo lin " an d  "T he Tale of T u ram b a r a n d  the  Foaloke" 
(History o f Middle-earth II: 69-220).
T h e  Le c t u r e  o n  D r a g o n s  a n d  t h e  "B e o w u l f "  Es s a y
T here  are  tw o  T olkien  tex ts th a t are especially  im p o rtan t for 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  h is k n o w led g e  of m ed iev a l d ragon-lo re : th e  first is the  fam ous
2 Tolkien adds two interesting notes to this passage. In a long endnote (Note D) to 
"footprint of a Worm," he writes: "I was introduced to zoology and palaeontology ('for 
children') quite as early as to Faerie. [...] I liked the 'prehistoric' animals best [...]. But I 
did not like being told that these creatures were 'dragons'" (158-59). After "free from 
fear," he adds in  a footnote: "This is, naturally, often enough what children mean when 
they ask: 'Is it true?' They mean: 'I like this, but is it contemporary? Am I safe in my 
bed?' The answer: 'There is certainly no dragon in  England today', is all that they want 
to hear" (135n2). Tolkien also discussed the relationship between dinosaurs and dragons 
in  his 1938 "Lecture on Dragons"—see Hammond and Scull, Companion and Guide, II:219.
3 See also the report by Mr. Reynolds, one of Tolkien's teachers, on the paper on Norse 
Sagas given by Tolkien to the school's Literary Society reproduced in The Annotated 
Hobbit (3).
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essay  "Beowulf. T he M onsters a n d  th e  C ritics," first p u b lish ed  in  1936; th e  o ther 
is the u n p u b lish e d  "L ecture  on  D ragons,"  de livered  in 1938 a n d  d iscussed  by  
C hris tina  Scull an d  W ayne G. H am m o n d  in  the ir J.R.R. Tolkien Companion and 
Guide [C&G] (II:219-221).4 I w ill beg in  w ith  th e  second  tex t because  of its m ore  
g enera l im port. In  h is  "L ecture  on  D ragons,"  p re sen ted  to  an  aud ience  of 
ch ild ren  a t th e  U n iv ers ity  M u seu m  in  O xford, on  1 Jan u ary  1938, (shortly  after 
th e  pub lica tion  of The Hobbit) b esides d iscussing  th e  d rag o n  figh t in  Beowulf 
an d  the  figh t be tw een  S igurd  an d  Fafnir in  th e  Volsunga Saga, T olkien  also 
re la ted  th e  leg en d  of T hor an d  th e  M id g ard  Serpent, an d  briefly  re fe rred  "to  
C h inese  d ragons , to  M erlin  an d  the  red  an d  w h ite  d rag o n s in  G eoffrey of 
M o n m o u th 's  History o f the Kings o f Britain, an d  to  St. G eorge" (C&G II:221). 
U nfo rtuna te ly , th is  lecture , w h ich  H am m o n d  an d  Scull consider as p ro v id in g  a 
"y ard stick  for the  considera tion  of d rag o n s"  in  T o lk ien 's  w ritings, rem ains 
u n p u b lish e d  excep t for a p age  th a t th ey  quo te  in  th e ir Reader's Guide, together 
w ith  a b rief su m m ary  of the  rest.
In  the passage  th a t H am m o n d  an d  Scull quote, T olkien  defines a 
d rag o n  as "a  se rp en t crea tu re  b u t w ith  fo u r legs a n d  claw s; h is  neck  v a ried  in 
len g th  b u t h a d  a h id eo u s  h ead  w ith  long  jaw s a n d  tee th  or snake-tongue" 
(219). I t also h a d  a long  p o w erfu l ta il w h o se  sw ish  w as d angerous . Som e h a d  
w in g s —"th e  leg en d a ry  k in d  of w in g s th a t go toge ther w ith  fron t legs." M an y  
w ere  fire-drakes, f lam ing  d ragons, "w hose  b rea th  w as flam e a n d  venom , an d  
w ith e red  w h a t it to u ch ed " (220). A  respectab le  d rag o n  h a s  to  be  tw e n ty  feet or 
m ore. T olkien  goes on  to  describe th e  m alice  of d rag o n s  in  a passag e  th a t 
c learly  ow es m u ch  to  th e  accoun t of S ig u rd 's  f igh t w ith  Fafnir:
The dragon  m ay have been 'founded  on  w orm ' bu t he w as m ore terrible 
th an  any dinosaur. Because he w as filled w ith  a horrible spirit. [...] He 
w as filled w ith  malice. N ot only [...] m ere anim al fierceness [...], but 
w ith  hatred  of other living things as such. [...] H e rejoiced in 
destruction, and  his w icked heart w as fired by a sm ouldering and 
envious guess at the [worth] of the things destroyed. Legend h ad  filled 
h im  w ith  evil, and  he grew  strong on  tha t terrible gift: he w as cunning, 
deadly, bitter and  piercingly keen . . . . H is glance has a terrible effect if 
it holds yours. He m ay seek to b ind  your will. A t least tha t w as the w ay 
of old dragons w ho h ad  lived long in  wickedness. Also he w ill probably 
try  to find ou t your nam e. For dragons also deal in  evil magic, and even 
w hen  defeated m ay (if they have your nam e) curse you as they die.
(220)
4 Hammond and Scull also discuss the "Lecture on Dragons" in  Artist and Illustrator 53, 
81, 136, 153; and Scull in  "Dragons from Andrew Lang's Retelling of Sigurd to Tolkien's 
Chrysophylax," 59.
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D ragons are  in sp ired  n o t on ly  by  h a tre d  b u t also b y  g reed . In  a 
passage  clearly  in sp ired  by  Beowulf, T olkien  tells h is  aud ience  of ch ild ren  th a t 
d rag o n s  " loved  to  possess b eau tifu l th in g s—th o u g h  th ey  cou ld  n o t u se  or 
enjoy them . T hey  h o a rd e d  them . B ut th ey  w e re  te rrib ly  keen -scen ted  after 
th ieves. T he h o tte s t th ief-ha ters an d  th e  cruellest th ie f-p u rsu e rs  are  u su a lly  
those  w ho  possess la rge  w ea lth  w h ich  th ey  canno t enjoy, b u t on ly  lose." 
T olkien  also to ld  h is  ch ild  aud ience  th a t th e  function  of d rag o n s  w as  to  te s t the 
skill of h eroes an d  o th er th ings, especially  courage. C o u rag e  is w h a t is n eed ed  
first of all to  p ierce a d ra g o n 's  arm or: " th e  m o s t rem arkab le  th in g  ab o u t the 
g rea t d rag o n s of leg en d  is th a t th e ir leg en d s m ostly  tell of th e ir o v e rth ro w  . . . . 
D ragons can on ly  be defea ted  b y  b rav e  m e n —u su a lly  alone. Som etim es a 
fa ith fu l fr ien d  m a y  help , b u t it is rare ; fr iends h av e  a w a y  of d ese rtin g  you  
w h en  a d rag o n  com es. D ragons are th e  final tes t of heroes" (220). A fter th is 
T olkien  w en t on  d iscuss " th e  g rea test of all th e  o ld  n o rth e rn  d rag o n  stories," 
th e  account of th e  k illing  of th e  d rag o n  F afn ir b y  th e  V o lsung  S igurd . In  a 
d e le ted  passage  T olkien  also exp la ins the  n a tu re  of d ra g o n 's  fire: "T he real 
d ra g o n 's  fire m a y  seem  fiery  en o u g h  an d  set rea l th in g s in  flam e; b u t it is n o t a 
cooking  fire. It com es from  th e  h e a t of th e  d ra g o n 's  sp irit"  (Scull 59).
U nfo rtuna te ly , u n til an  ed ition  of th e  "L ecture  on  D ragons" is 
p u b lished , w e on ly  h av e  th e  excerp ts q u o ted  b y  Scull an d  H am m o n d  available 
to  us. A lth o u g h  T o lk ien 's  essay  "Beowulf. The M onste rs  an d  the  C ritics" w as 
ad d re ssed  to a v e ry  d iffe ren t aud ience, it can  h e lp  to  g ive u s  im p o rtan t 
b ack g ro u n d  o n  T o lk ien 's  v iew s of d rag o n s  to  flesh o u t a n d  su p p lem en t the 
com m ents m a d e  in  th e  "L ecture  on  D ragons."
"Beowulf. T he M onsters an d  th e  C ritics" [BMC] w as  first g iven  as the 
Sir Isaac G ollanz M em oria l L ecture  to  th e  B ritish A cadem y  on  25 N ovem ber 
1936 a n d  p u b lish ed  in  th e  Proceedings o f The British Academy in  th e  sam e year. 
T he final essay  is a condensed  version  of tw o  m u ch  longer d ra fts  ed ited  by  
M ichael D ro u t in  Beowulf and the Critics (2002). M uch  h as been  w ritten  ab o u t 
th is sem inal essay  a n d  its im p ac t on  Beowulf stud ies. In  v iew  of th e  cen tral 
im portance  th a t T olkien  g ives to th e  "m o n ste rs"  in  th is essay, it is su rp ris in g  to 
fin d  th a t T olkien  h a d  re la tive ly  little  to  say  ab o u t th e  d rag o n -slay in g  ep isode  
in  Beowulf. H is  real focus, as D ro u t's  ed ition  of Beowulf and the Critics m akes 
a b u n d an tly  clear, is to  p ro v id e  a critique of th e  an tiq u a rian  in te rests  of earlier 
Beowulf scholars a n d  a defense of the  lite ra ry  va lue  of the  poem .
E arly  on  in  th e  essay  T olkien  re spec tfu lly  criticizes th e  v iew s of h is 
"o ld  a n d  k in d h ea rted  friend ,"  R.W . C ham bers, one of th e  g rea t 20 th -C en tu ry  
Beowulf scholars,5 w h o  lam en ted  th a t th e  Beowulf p o e t on ly  a llu d ed  in  pass ing
5 Letters 20; for Tolkien's relations w ith R.W. Chambers, see Hammond and Scull 
Companion and Guide II.152.
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to th e  sto ry  of a fam ous feud: "For in  th is conflict [...] w e  h av e  a situa tion  
w h ich  th e  o ld  hero ic  poe ts  loved , an d  w o u ld  n o t h av e  so ld  for a w ild e rn ess  of 
d rag o n s"  (qtd. in  Tolkien, BMC 11). D esp ite  T o lk ien 's  b rillian t re jo inder, there  
w as  som e justification  for C h am b er 's  view . A s Jon a th an  E vans (1985) and  
K a th ry n  H u m e  (1980) m ak e  clear, there  w ere  "en o u g h  d rag o n s ex tan t in  O ld  
E nglish  an d  O ld  N orse  to  qualify  as th e  'w ild e rn e ss ' of d rag o n s T olkien  tr ied  
to  w ave  aw ay . N o t all a re  v e ry  sign ifican t w ith in  th e  s tru c tu res  of the 
n a rra tiv e s  th ey  in hab it"  (Evans 86). Tolkien, in  rep ly  to  C ham bers, m ak es a 
v ir tu e  o u t of the  v e ry  scarcity  of good  d rag o n  stories:
As for the poem  [...] a m an  m ay w ell exchange for one good dragon  
w hat he w ou ld  no t sell for a w ilderness. A nd dragons, real dragons [ . ]  
are actually rare. In  no rthern  literature there are only two th a t are 
significant. If w e om it from  consideration the vast and  vague Encircler 
of the W orld, M idgardsorm r, the doom  of the great gods and  no m atter 
for heroes, w e have bu t the dragon  of the Volsungs, Fafnir, and 
B eow ulf s bane. It is true  tha t bo th  of these are in  Beowulf, one in  the 
m ain  story, and  the other spoken by a m instrel praising  Beowulf 
him self.6 But this is no t a w ilderness of dragons [...]. [The Beowulf poet] 
esteem ed dragons, as rare as they are dire, as some do still. (BMC 12)
H e goes on  to  com m ent: "A s for the  d rag o n  [...] w e  k n o w  this: the 
p rince  of th e  heroes of th e  N o rth  [...] w as  a d ragon-slayer. A n d  h is m ost 
ren o w n ed  deed , from  w h ich  in N orse  h e  d e riv ed  h is  title Fafnisbani, w as the 
slay ing  of th e  p rince  of leg en d a ry  w o rm s" (16). N onetheless, T olkien  is 
uncom fo rtab le  w ith  certa in  aspects of the D ragon-S lay ing  E pisode in  Beowulf 
an d  tries to an tic ipate  som e of th e  objections of h is  critics: "B eow ulf's  d ragon  
[...] is n o t to  be  b lam ed  for b e in g  a d ragon , b u t ra th e r n o t b e in g  d rag o n  
enough , p la in  p u re  fa iry -ta le  d rag o n ."  D esp ite  certa in  v iv id  touches th a t 
p o rtray  the  d rag o n  as a " rea l w orm , w ith  a bestia l life an d  th o u g h t of h is  ow n  
[...] th e  conception, n o n e  th e  less, ap p roaches draconitas ra th e r th a n  draco: a 
person ifica tion  of m alice, g reed , destruc tion  (the  evil side of hero ic  life), a n d  of 
th e  u n d isc rim in a tin g  c ruelty  of fo rtu n e  th a t d is tin g u ish es n o t go o d  or b a d  (the  
evil aspect of all life)" (17). Tolkien, nonetheless, a rg u es  th a t th e  balance  of the 
p o em  is p re se rv ed  a n d  th a t the  sym bolism , th o u g h  n e a r th e  surface, never 
b reak s  th ro u g h  a n d  becom es allegory: "S om eth ing  m ore  sign ifican t th a n  a 
s ta n d a rd  hero , a m a n  faced w ith  a foe m ore  evil th a n  any  h u m a n  en em y  of 
h o u se  or realm , is before  us, an d  ye t incarna te  in  tim e, w a lk in g  in  hero ic  
h is to ry "  (17). A ccepting  the  im portance  of th e  d rag o n  in  n o  w a y  d im in ishes
6 The "Sigemund Episode," Beowulf (II. 874-902). In all other versions of the story the 
dragon-slaying Waelsung [Volsung] is Sigemund's son Sigurd/Siegfried.
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th e  w o rth  of th e  hero . D esp ite  recogn iz ing  th e  a rchetypal significance of the 
d ragon-figh t, T olkien  insists  th e  d rag o n  h as a rea l physica l presence: "The 
d ra g o n  w ie ld s  a physica l fire, a n d  covets g o ld  n o t souls; h e  is sla in  w ith  iron  in  
h is  belly . B eow ulf's byrne [corslet] w as m a d e  b y  W eland , a n d  th e  iron  sh ield  he  
bo re  aga in s t th e  se rp en t by  h is  ow n  sm iths: it is n o t y e t the  b reas tp la te  of 
righ teousness, n o r th e  sh ie ld  of fa ith  for th e  q u en ch in g  of all th e  fiery  d a rts  of 
th e  w icked" (23). T olkien  also insists  in  a foo tno te  tha t, a lth o u g h  it is tru e  for 
m a n  as a m ak er of m y th s  th a t th e  m o n s te rs  G ren d e l an d  th e  D ragon  " in  their 
lust, g reed  an d  m alice h ave  a p a r t in h im ," h e  does n o t recogn ize  an y  b o n d  
w ith  th em  (46n23).
T olkien  insists  on  the  fittingness of the d rag o n  as a w o rth y  o p p o n en t 
for Beowulf: "B ut for th e  u n iv e rsa l significance w h ich  is g iven  to  th e  fo rtunes 
of h is h e ro  it is an  enh an cem en t an d  n o t a d is trac tion  [...] th a t h is  final foe 
sh o u ld  be [...] a d ragon : a th in g  m a d e  b y  im ag ina tion  for ju s t such  a pu rpose . 
[...] [T]he d rag o n  is the  rig h t e n d  for B eow ulf [...]. T he p lac ing  of th e  d rag o n  is 
inevitable: a m a n  can b u t d ie  on  h is  d ea th -d ay "  (31-32). O n th e  o th er h an d , 
T olkien  a rgues equa lly  th a t th e  slay ing  of th e  d rag o n  w as n o t th e  u ltim a te  
d rag o n  figh t to  e n d  all d ragon-figh ts:
That the particular bearer of enm ity, the Dragon, also dies is im portant 
chiefly to Beowulf himself. He w as a great man. N ot m any even in  
dying can  achieve the death  of a single w orm , or the tem porary  
salvation of their kindred. W ithin  the limits of h u m an  life Beowulf 
neither lived nor d ied in  v a in —brave m en m ight say. But there is no 
hint, indeed there are m any to the contrary, tha t it w as a w ar to  end 
w ar, or a dragon-fight to  end  dragons. It is the end of Beowulf, and  of 
the hope of his people. (47n31)
T olkien  takes a m u ch  m ore  pessim istic  v iew  of th e  d rag o n  figh t in  
Beowulf in  h is  essay  on  "Ofermod" a p p e n d e d  to  h is  a lliterative verse  rad io  p lay  
The Homecoming o f Beorhtnoth (1953). T here h e  accuses B eow ulf, like th e  h isto ric  
B eorh tno th  in  The Battle o f Maldon, of b e in g  g u ilty  of ofermod [excess]:
[T]he excess persists, even  w h en  [Beowulf] is an  old king u p o n  w hom  
the hopes of a people rest. He w ill no t de ign  to lead  a force against the 
d ragon  [...]. H e w ill only use a sw ord on  this occasion, since w restling  
singlehanded w ith  a d ragon  is too hopeless even for the chivalric spirit.
But he dism isses his tw elve com panions. He is saved from  defeat, and 
the essential object, destruction  of the dragon, only achieved by the 
loyalty of a subordinate. Beowulf's chivalry w ould  otherw ise have 
ended in  his o w n  useless death, w ith  the d ragon  still at large. 
("Hom ecom ing" 144)
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T here som e v e ry  im p o rta n t an d  v e ry  in te restin g  d ifferences 
be tw een  th e  "L ecture  on  D ragons" an d  the  Beowulf e ssay  th a t reflect a tw o-fo ld  
a ttitu d e  to w ard s  m ed iev a l d ragon-lo re . In  th e  Beowulf essay  T olkien  is 
ad d re ss in g  a specialist aud ience  of m ed ieva l scholars a n d  try in g  to  d e fen d  the 
significance an d  im portance  of the  m o n s te rs  (in c lu d in g  th e  d rag o n ) for 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  deve lo p m en t of th e  hero . H ere  T olkien  seem s to  see the 
actions of the  d rag o n -slay in g  h e ro  in  a lm ost w ho lly  positive  te rm s, th o u g h  h is 
com m ents on  Beowulf in  Ofermod su g g est th a t h e  la ter a d o p te d  a m ore  
pessim istic  one. O n  th e  o th er h a n d  in  th e  "L ecture  on  D ragons,"  T olkien  is 
ex p la in in g  th e  m ed iev a l hero ic  code to  a sym pathe tic  an d  apprecia tive  
aud ience  of nonspec ia lists , n am ely  ch ild ren . T here is n o th in g  p a tro n iz in g  
ab o u t T o lk ien 's  a ttitu d e  to  th is audience; indeed , h e  p u ts  in to  prac tice  w h a t he  
p reaches in  "O n  F airy-sto ries" ab o u t tak in g  ch ild ren  seriously  as readers. 
H ow ever, it is inev itab le  th a t in  th e  "L ectu re" T olkien sh o u ld  em p h asize  the 
u n iv e rsa l an d  a rche typa l significance of d ragons. H e  recognizes even  in  telling  
th em  h o w  to be a d rag o n -slay in g  hero  th a t h is  au d ien ce  of ch ild ren  are very  
m uch  aw are  th a t th ey  are  n o t "heroes,"  o r a t least n o t yet.
A m ong  T o lk ien 's  o w n  d rag o n  sto ries o n ly  th e  n a rra to rs  of the  various 
versions of th e  "T u rin  Saga" (and  to  a lesser ex ten t of "T he Fall of G ondo lin") 
in  th e  Book o f Lost Tales p o rtray  the  d rag o n  figh t in hero ic  term s. In  T o lk ien 's  
ch ild ren 's  sto ries, on  th e  o ther h a n d , the  d rag o n  figh t is p o rtra y e d  in  m ain ly  
non-hero ic  if n o t an ti-hero ic  term s. Bilbo is a b u rg la r an d  a n o t a w arrio r. I t is 
B ard  th e  B ow m an  w h o  ac tua lly  shoots th e  d rag o n , w h ile  Bilbo on ly  steals a 
c u p —it is th e  sto ry  of Beowulf to ld  from  th e  perspec tive  of th e  th ief ra th e r than  
th e  hero . G iles is a fa rm er an d  n o t a kn igh t. H e  is n o t in te rested  in  k illing  
C h ry so p h y lax  b u t in s tead  is con ten t to com e to  an  ag reem en t w ith  h im . 
R o v eran d o m  is a p u p p y , n o t a w arrio r like th e  m e r-d o g 's  m aste r figh ting  to 
th e  d ea th  on  the  d rag o n  sh ip  th e  R ed  W orm , th o u g h  like th e  m o o n -d o g  he  
does enjoy a b it of d rag o n  b a itin g  (Roverandom  [Rov.] 49).
R o v e r a n d o m
A lthough  n o t p u b lish ed  u n til 1998, T o lk ien 's  ch ild ren 's  sto ry  
Roverandom , ab o u t a rea l do g  w ho  is tran sfo rm ed  in to  a toy , w a s  first 
com posed  in  th e  1920's. R o v eran d o m  h as  v arious ad v en tu res , in c lu d in g  a v isit 
to  th e  M an  in  th e  M oon a n d  a tr ip  to  th e  b o tto m  of th e  sea. W hen  R o verandom  
visits the  M oon h e  m eets th e  M oon D og  w h o  h a s  w in g s a n d  can fly. 
R o v eran d o m  is also g iven  a p a ir  of w in g s b y  th e  M an  in  th e  M oon. T ogether 
th e  tw o  dogs fly off a n d  h av e  v arious ad v en tu res . In  one ad v en tu re  th e  tw o 
dogs fly to th e  edge  of th e  w h ite  side of th e  M oon  an d  take  refuge  in  a cave 
d u rin g  a snow  s to rm  on ly  to  d iscover th a t it is th e  lair of the  G rea t W hite 
D ragon , w ho  com es s tra ig h t o u t of G eoffrey  of M onm ou th :
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All the w hite dragons originally come from  the m oon, as you  probably 
know; bu t this one had  been to the w orld  and back, so he had  learned a 
th ing  or two. He fought the Red dragon  in  C aerdragon in  M erlin's time, 
as you w ill find ou t in  all the m ore up-to-date history books; after w hich 
the other d ragon  w as Very Red. Later he d id  lots m ore dam age in  the 
Three Islands [England, Scotland, and Wales] and  w ent to live on the top 
of [Mount] Snow don for a time. (Rov. 33 and notes on  p.97)
In  G eoffrey of M o n m o u th 's  H istory o f the Kings o f Britain, M erlin  tells 
K ing  V ortigern  a t K aerm erd in  n ea r M o u n t S now don  th a t th ere  are  tw o 
d rag o n s  s leep ing  in  a poo l of w a te r (vi.19, 168). W hen  V ortigern  h a s  th e  pool 
d ra in ed , " th ere  em erg ed  tw o  D ragons, one w hite , one red . A s soon as they  
w ere  n ea r en o u g h  to  each o ther, th ey  fo u g h t b itte rly , b rea th in g  o u t fire as they  
p a n te d "  (vii.3, 171). T he W hite  D ragon  in itia lly  h a s  th e  ad v an ta g e  a n d  d rives 
th e  R ed  D ragon  to  th e  edge  of the  pool. T he R ed  D ragon  " th en  tu rn e d  u p o n  
th e  W hite  O ne an d  forced  it b ack w ard s  in  its tu rn "  (ibid.). M erlin  goes on  to 
exp la in  th a t the  W hite  D rag o n  s tan d s  for th e  Saxon In v ad ers , w h ile  the  R ed 
D ragon  "rep resen ts  the  peop le  of Britain, w ho  w ill be overcom e b y  th e  W hite  
O ne."
In  Roverandom  T olkien  exp la ins th a t a fter the  figh t the  W hite  D ragon  
"h a d  flow n  off to  G w ynfa, som e tim e after K ing  A rth u r 's  d isappearance , a t a 
tim e w h en  d rag o n s ' ta ils w ere  esteem ed  a g rea t delicacy b y  th e  Saxon K ings. 
G w ynfa  is n o t so fa r from  th e  w o rld 's  edge, an d  it is an easy  fligh t from  there  
to  th e  m oon  for a d rag o n  so titan ic  an d  so en o rm o u sly  b a d  as th is one h a d  
becom e" (Rov. 33 a n d  n o te  o n  97-98). T he idea  of d ra g o n 's  ta il as a delicacy, 
w h ich  seem s to  be  o rig inal to  Tolkien, is also fo u n d  in  Farmer Giles o f Ham  (22­
23). T olkien  refers to  the  G rea t W hite  D ragon  in  h is  "L ecture  on  D ragons," 
w h ere  h e  exp la ins th a t th e  m o o n  is "a  refuge  of d rag o n s"  a n d  th a t h is  ow n  
d rag o n  w as  "a  Saxon W hite  D ragon  th a t [had] escaped  from  th e  W elsh  b o rd e r 
a long  w hile  ago" (A rtist and Illustrator 81). Scull a n d  H am m o n d  are  u n ab le  to 
fin d  a satisfactory  exp lana tion  for th e  reference to  G w ynfa  or "P arad ise"  (Rov. 
98). I t is possib le  th a t it th e  rep resen ts  a p lay fu l reference to  M o u n t Snow don, 
even  th o u g h  it is su p p o sed  to  be e lsew here. In  th e  W elsh, th e  p eak  of 
M o u n ta in  S now don  is "Yr W y d d fa"  an d  th e  S n ow don ian  N atio n a l P a rk  is set 
in  th e  W elsh  C o u n ty  of G w y n ed d , w h ich  taken  to ge ther contain  the  tw o  
e lem en ts "G w yn" an d  "fa" in  "gw ynfa ."  I t m a y  also be  re lev an t th a t in  1924 
ju s t before  T olkien  s ta rted  w ritin g  Roverandom, E lsie Jeanette  O xenham , a once
90   Mythlore 127, Fall/Winter 2015
"A  W ilderness of Dragons": Tolkien's Treatm ent of Dragons
w ell-know n  ch ild ren 's  w riter, w ro te  a book  called  The Girls o f Gwynfa, ab o u t a 
g ir l's  school w h ich  is set in  th a t p a r t of W ales.7
T he W hite  D ragon  is also clearly  associated  w ith  th e  p h en o m en a  of 
lu n a r  eclipses: "Som etim es h e  le t rea l re d  an d  g reen  flam es o u t of h is  cave 
w h en  h e  w as h a v in g  a d ragon -feast o r w as in  a ta n tru m  [...]. O nce or tw ice he  
h a d  been  k n o w n  to tu rn  th e  w ho le  m o o n  red , o r p u t it o u t a ltogether"  (Rov. 
33-34). W hen  R o v eran d o m  a n d  the  m o o n d o g  take  refuge  in  the  G reat W hite 
D rag o n 's  cave b y  m istake  h e  fu riously  chases after them : "T h at d rag o n  h a d  
w ings, like th e  sails th a t sh ip s  h a d  w h en  th ey  still w ere  sh ips an d  n o t steam - 
engines; an d  h e  d id  n o t d isd a in  to  kill a n y th in g  from  a m o u se  to  an  em p e ro r 's  
d au g h te r . H e  m e a n t to  kill those  tw o  dogs" (34). Scull a n d  H am m o n d  p o in t 
o u t a p ara lle l w ith  S penser 's  descrip tion  of th e  D ragon  in  The Fairie Queene 
(98). T he D rag o n 's
H is flaggy w ings w hen  forth  he d id  display,
Were like tw o sayles, in  w hich the hollow  w ynd 
Is gathered full, and  w orketh  speedy way:
A nd eke the pennes [feathers], th a t d id  his pineons bynd,
Were like m ayne-yards, w ith  flying canvas lynd. (I.xi.10.1-5)
W e are  th en  to ld  th a t "T he d rag o n  cam e after them , flap p in g  like a 
f lap d rag o n  a n d  sn ap p in g  like a sn ap d rag o n , knock ing  th e  to p s of m o u n ta in s  
off" (34). H ere, as Scull a n d  H am m o n d  exp la in  "b o th  flapdragon an d  snapdragon 
refer to  a rep resen ta tio n  of a d rag o n  or d ra g o n 's  h e a d  construc ted  to  open  an d  
sh u t its m o u th , an d  carried  b y  m u m m ers  a t C h ris tm as or in  m ayo ra l o r civic 
show s a n d  processions" (98-99). T here is a very  in te restin g  d iscussion  of 
sn ap d rag o n s, ho b b y  ho rses  an d  m u m m in g  p lay s  in  R alp h  W hitlock 's  Here Be 
Dragons (23-31), in c lu d in g  a rep ro d u c tio n  of th e  P ad sto w  O ss [H orse], w h ich  is 
still u se d  in  M ay d ay  p rocessions an d  w h ich  W hitlock claim s is rea lly  a 
sn a p d rag o n  (26).
T olkien  rep resen ts  th is scene in  th e  fam ous d ra w in g  "T he W hite 
D ragon  p u rsu es  R o v eran d o m  a n d  th e  M oondog" (Rov. b e tw een  26-27), w h ich  
is also in c lu d ed  in  A rtis t and Illustrator (#75, 81), an d  w hich  h e  sh o w ed  as a 
slide d u rin g  h is  "L ecture  on  D ragons" in  1938. T he Roverandom  D ragon  in  tu rn  
also p ro v id e d  th e  in sp ira tio n  for som e of th e  d raw in g s  T olkien d id  for The 
Hobbit (A rtist and Illustrator #75, #134-136, 81, 142-143; The A r t o f the Hobbit #72- 
77, 106-111).
7 For Yr Wyddfa and County Gwynedd, see www.yrwyddfa.com and www. 
gwynedd.com. For the Welsh settings of Oxenham's stories, see http:// 
home.pacific.net.au/~bcooper/oxwales.htm.
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W h en  th e  M an-in -the-M oon  sees th e  w h ite  d rag o n  chasing  the 
p u p p ies , h e  u tte rs  a c u rse —"D ra t th a t creature! [...] d ra t those  pupp ies! T hey  
w ill b rin g  on  an  eclipse before  it is due!" (Rov. 35)—h e  shoots o u t a spell an d  
"h it the d rag o n  sp lo sh  on  th e  stom ach  (w here  all d rag o n s are  pecu liarly  
ten d er."  W hen  the  n ex t eclipse cam e ro u n d , it "w as  a failure , because  the 
d rag o n  w as too b u sy  lick ing  h is  tu m m y  to a tte n d  to it" (36). H am m o n d  an d  
Scull in th e ir in tro d u c tio n  (xii-xiii) see th is as a reference to  th e  lu n a r eclipse of 
8 N ovem ber 1927, w h ich  w as o bscu red  b y  c louds in  E ng land . In  th e  1927 
"F a ther C h ris tm as" L etter, th e  M an-in -the-M oon  com es d o w n  to ea rth  to  v isit 
F a th er C h ris tm as a n d  " th e  N o rth  P o la r B ear m ad e  h im  p lay  'sn a p d ra g o n s '"  
(Father Christmas 33). A ccord ing  to  th e  OED, "In  th is sense 'a  gam e or 
am u sem en t (u su a lly  h e ld  a t C hris tm as) consisting  of sna tch ing  ra isins o u t of a 
bow l or d ish  of b u rn in g  b ra n d y  or o th er sp irit an d  ea tin g  th e m  w h ils t aligh t" 
(Rov. 91). T he re su lt w as th a t the M an  in  th e  M oon b u rn t h is  fingers a n d  " then  
h e  licked them , an d  th en  h e  liked  th e  b ra n d y  an d  then  the  B ear gave  h im  lots 
m ore, an d  h e  w en t to sleep on  th e  sofa" (Father Christmas 33).8 O n ly  to  w ak e  u p  
to  be to ld  th e  n ex t d a y  th a t " th e  m o o n  w as g o ing  out! The d rag o n s  h a d  com e 
o u t a n d  w ere  m ak in g  an  aw fu l sm oke a n d  sm o ther" ; h e  "w h izzed  back" an d  
"h a d  to  le t loose one of h is  s im ply  terrifica lest freezing  m agics before  h e  could  
d rive  th e  d rag o n s back  in to  th e ir ho les" (Father Christmas 34).
T here  are  tw o  o ther references to d rag o n s in  Roverandom. W hen  
R o v eran d o m  goes to  v is it A rtaxerxes a t th e  b o tto m  of th e  sea, h e  m eets the 
m er-dog , w h o  tells h im  ab o u t h is  m aste r:
My first m aster w as a Rover, a real one, a sea-rover w ho sailed his ship 
in  the no rthern  waters; it w as a long ship w ith  red  sails, and  he called it 
the Red W orm  and loved it. [...] O ne day  I w ent sailing w ithout being 
asked. H e w as saying farewell to his wife; the w ind  w as blowing, and 
the m en  w ere th rusting  the Red W orm  out over the rollers into the sea.
The foam w as w hite about the dragon 's neck; and I suddenly felt th a t I 
should no t see h im  again after tha t day, if I d id n 't go too. [ . ]
There w as a sea-fight on  tha t voyage, and I ran  up  on the fore-deck 
w hile the arrow s fell and  sw ord clashed up o n  shield. But the m en of the 
Black Sw an boarded  us, and  drove m y m aster's m en  all over the side.
H e w as the last to go. He stood beside the d ragon 's head, and then  he 
d ived into the seas in  all his mail; and  I d ived after him. (Rov. 65-66)
8 In view of the various allusions to Lewis Carroll's Alice through the Looking Glass cited 
by Hammond and Scull (Rov. 96), there is probably also an allusion to Carroll's snap­
dragon-fly here as well.
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A s Scull a n d  H am m o n d  exp la in  in  th e ir com m en tary  (ibid. 102-103), 
th e  m er-d o g 's  sto ry  is b ased  on  the  "Saga of K ing  O laf T rygvesson" in Snorri 
S tu rlason 's  Heimskringla. A s reco u n ted  in  C h ap te rs  111 to  123 (in th e  E verym an  
ed ition  [there is som e d isc repancy  in  chap te r n u m b ers  here]) of the  "Saga," 
O laf, th e  first C h ris tian  k in g  of N o rw ay , fo u g h t a fierce sea battle  w ith  the 
K ings of D en m ark  an d  Sw eden, w h ich  en d ed  in  defeat. W hen  h is sh ip  the 
"L ong  W orm " or "L ong  S erpen t" w as su rro u n d ed , h e  com m itted  su icide by  
ju m p in g  overboard . A cco rd ing  to  Scull an d  H am m o n d , "In  th e  m a n u sc rip t of 
Roverandom  th e  sh ip  is in  fact called  'L o n g  W orm ', an d  T olkien  m en tio n ed  
K ing  O laf's  sh ip  by  th is n am e  in  th e  lec tu re  on  d rag o n s  h e  gave  in  Jan u ary  
1938 a t the  U n iv ers ity  M useum , O x fo rd .—K ing O laf h a d  a fam ous dog, Vige, 
w h o  d ied  of g rief w h en  h is  m as te r d isap p ea red "  (Rov. 102).9 10T he change of 
n am e  to  th e  "R ed  W orm " in  th e  final tex t m a y  p a rtly  invo lve a reference to  the 
B ritish "R ed  D ragon ." In  N e n n iu s ' British History, w h ich  T olkien  also cites in 
Finn and Hengest (46) an d  several tim es in  the  com m en tary  to  h is  an d  E.V. 
G o rd o n 's  ed ition  of Sir Gawain and the Green K night,10 a certa in  A m brosiu s or 
E m rys show s K ing  V ortigern  a cloth. T here  w ere  " tw o  w o rm s [...] in  it, one 
w h ite  the  o th er red "  (N enn iu s §42: 31). The w h ite  w orm  p roceeds to  p u sh  the 
re d  w o rm  off the  cloth. A m brosiu s th en  exp lains: "T he cloth rep resen ts  yo u r 
k ingdom , a n d  th e  tw o  w o rm s are tw o  dragons. T he re d  w orm  is y o u r d rag o n  
[vermis rufus draco tuus est p.71] [...] B ut th e  w h ite  one is th e  d rag o n  of the  
peop le  w ho  h av e  seized  m a n y  peop les a n d  coun tries in  B ritain" (§42: 31, 71). 
W hereas in  A nglo-Saxon w yrm  o ften  m e a n t "se rp en t"  o r "d rag o n ,"  h e re  the 
L atin  vermis, th o u g h  cognate w ith  w yrm , m ean s  a lite ra l "w orm ," a lth o u g h  
A m brosiu s  goes on  to  exp la in  th a t it sym bolically  rep resen ts  th e  R ed  D ragon  
of Britain.
9 Tolkien also quotes from Snorri's description of Olaf Tryggvason's last fight in  Old 
Norse from Chapter 109 (119 in  Everyman) of the "Saga" in  his commentary on Finn and 
Hengist: The Fragment and The Episode, edited by Alan Bliss (90-91). The Everyman edition 
of the Heimskringla translates the passage quoted by Tolkien as follows:
The king stood on the gangways of the Long Serpent, and shot the greater part of 
the day; sometimes with the bow, sometimes with the spear, and always 
throwing two spears at once. He looked down over the ship's side, and saw that 
his men struck briskly with their swords, and yet wounded but seldom. Then he 
called aloud, "Why do you strike so gently that ye seldom cut?" One among the 
people answered, "The swords are blunt and full of notches." (95)
Tolkien also refers to Olaf Tryggvason in the introduction to The Homecoming of 
Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm's Son (121).
10 For references to Nennius, see Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, notes to lines 12, 13, 26, 
113, 649, 2448, 2464 on pp.79-80, 85, 92, 115-116.
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T he red  d rag o n  is still to d ay  the W elsh  n a tio n a l sym bol. In  A rth u rian  
trad ition , n o t on ly  is A rth u r 's  father, U th e r P en d rag o n  ("D ragon  H ead ") 
associated  w ith  th e  W elsh  d rag o n  (Roger of W endover, A.D. 498, p.28), b u t 
also A rth u r h im self. In  G eoffrey of M onm ou th , A rth u r  h a s  a d ream  before h is 
b a ttle  w ith  th e  E m pero r of the  R om ans w h ich  is p o rtra y e d  as a figh t be tw een  a 
d rag o n  an d  a bear:
[Arthur] saw a bear flying th rough  the air. At the grow ling of the bear 
every shore quaked. A rthur also saw  a terrifying dragon  flying in  from 
the w est and  lighting u p  the countryside w ith  the glare of its eyes.
W hen these tw o met, they began a rem arkable fight. The dragon  [...] 
attacked the bear tim e and  again, bu rn ing  it w ith  its fiery breath  and 
finally hurling  its scorched body dow n to the ground. (x.3, 237)
Jus t as A rth u r  h im se lf w as often  described  as "E m p ero r of th e  B ritons," 
T olkien  h u m o ro u s ly  refers to  th e  " im peria l"  lineage  of C h rysophy lax  (Giles 25, 
43, 48, 58, 67).
T he th ird  in c id en t occurs w h ile  R o verandom  is v is iting  th e  w iza rd  
A rtaxerxes a t th e  b o tto m  of th e  sea: th e  anc ien t S ea-serpen t s ta rts  w ak in g  u p  
an d  causes an  u n u su a l w h irlp o o l (75). T he S ea-serpen t is huge: "W hen  h e  w as 
u n co iled  h e  w o u ld  certa in ly  h av e  reached  a h u n d re d  m iles (som e peop le  
w o u ld  say h e  could  reach  from  E dge to  E dge [of th e  W orld], b u t th a t is an 
exaggera tion )" [...]. W hen  h e  u n d id  a curl o r tw o  in  h is  sleep, th e  w ate rs  
h eav ed  an d  shook  [...] for m iles an d  m iles a ro u n d  (75-76). "T he Sea-Serpent 
gave  a n e w  an d  v e ry  un ex p ec ted  tu rn !"  an d  th en  "te rrib le  tides  [w ere] caused  
b y  th e  Sea-S erpen t's s tirrings" (77). T he Sea-Serpent is a tail-b iter o r ouroboros: 
"a ll the  w h ile  th e  S ea-serpen t k e p t on  tu rn in g , try in g  ab sen tm in d ed ly  to  get 
th e  tip  of h is  ta il in  h is  m o u th . B ut th an k  heavens! h e  w as n o t p ro p e rly  an d  
fu lly  aw ake, o r h e  m ig h t h av e  com e o u t an d  shaken  h is  ta il in  anger, an d  th en  
an o th e r con tinen t w o u ld  h av e  b een  d ro w n ed "  (78). A rtaxerxes is on ly  p artia lly  
successful in  casting  a spell on  the  Sea-Serpent: "P robab ly  A rtaxerxes ' m agic  
w as  b e tte r th a n  w as su p p o sed . A t an y  rate, th e  S ea-serpen t d id  n o t com e o u t— 
luck ily  for th is story. H e  p u t h is  m o u th  w h ere  h is  ta il w as, an d  yaw ned , 
o p en ed  h is  m o u th  as w id e  as the  cave, a n d  sn o rted "  (79). T he Sea-Serpent 
d em an d s  th a t A rtaxerxes be  b an ish ed  an d  w h en  th e  m er-p eo p le  com ply  he  
goes back  to sleep.
O ne obv ious m o d e l for th e  S ea-serpen t is th e  Jo rm u n g an d  or M id g ard  
Serpent, o ffsp ring  of the  N orse  G od  L oki an d  th e  g ian tess A ngrboSa. In  the 
Prose Edda, Snorri says th a t w h en  th e  M id g a rd  S erpen t w as b ro u g h t before 
O din : "he  flu n g  the  se rp en t in to  th e  d eep  sea w h ich  su rro u n d s  the w ho le  
w orld , a n d  it g rew  so large th a t it n o w  lies in  th e  m id d le  of the  ocean  ro u n d  
th e  earth  b itin g  its o w n  tail"  (56, cf.78). A t th e  R agnarok , th e  M id g a rd  se rp en t
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w ill jo in  w ith  th e  w olf Fenrir, ano ther of L ok i's  m o n s tro u s  o ffsp ring  in  
a ttack ing  th e  gods. T he M id g a rd  se rp en t w ill cause a g rea t tid a l w ave: "The 
sea w ill lash  ag a in s t th e  lan d  because  th e  M iSgarS  S erpen t is w rith in g  in  g ian t 
fu ry  try in g  to  com e ashore" (86-87). Snorri goes on  to  quo te  th e  w o rd s  of the 
Seeress in  th e  Voluspa (Seeress's Prophecy) in  th e  Poetic Edda: " Jo rm u n g an d  
w rith es  /  in  g ian t rage; /  th e  se rp en t ch u rn s u p  w aves" (Prose Edda 89; cf. Poetic 
Edda 10 [Vol. st.50]). In  the  final battle , "T he M iSgarS S erpen t w ill b low  so 
m u ch  po ison  th a t th e  w ho le  sky an d  sea w ill be sp a tte re d  b y  it" (87). In  th e  en d  
h e  is slain  b y  T ho rr w h o  in  tu rn  "falls d o w n  dead , on  account of th e  po ison  
b lo w n  on h im  b y  th e  se rpen t"  (88).
W e k n o w  th a t T olkien  w as certa in ly  fam iliar w ith  th e  M id g ard  
S erpen t n o t on ly  from  th e  reference in  the  "L ecture  on  D ragons" a lready  
m en tio n ed  above, b u t also from  "Beowulf. T he M onsters a n d  th e  C ritics." In  the 
first d ra f t ed ited  b y  M ichael D ro u t in  Beowulf and the Critics, T olkien  ac tua lly  
w rote: "In  all of N o rth e rn  lite ra tu re  th ere  b u t on ly  th ree  [dragons] th a t rea lly  
count: th e  Encircler of th e  W orld  of M en  (M iSgarSsorm r), th e  d oom  of the  gods 
in  w h a t is left of N orse  m ytho logy ; th e  d rag o n  of th e  V o lsungs; an d  B eow ulf's 
b an e"  (Beowulf and the Critics 88). This is so m ew h at qualified  in  th e  second 
d ra f t (and  in  th e  p u b lish ed  text): "In  all n o rth e rn  lite ra tu re  th ere  are  on ly  two 
th a t rea lly  count. If w e  om it from  considera tion  th e  v as t an d  vag u e  figu re  of 
th e  Encircler of th e  W orld  (M iS garS sorm r), th e  d oom  of th e  [great] G ods [and 
n o  m a tte r for heroes], w e h av e  b u t the  d rag o n  of th e  V o lsungs (Fafnir), and  
B eow ulf's b an e"  (Beowulf and the Critics 139 [BMC 12]).11
A t first s igh t th e  sp irit of th e  tw o  en co u n te rs  be tw een  A rtaxerxes an d  
th e  Sea-Serpent in  Roverandom  an d  be tw een  T hor an d  th e  M id g a rd  S erpent 
seem  to ta lly  d ifferent. H ow ever, Snorri also reco rds a couple of earlie r 
en coun te rs  be tw een  T hor an d  the  S erpen t in  com ic contexts. In  the first, T hor 
v isits the castle of th e  g ian t U tgard -L ok i w h e re  h e  w restles w ith  a g ian t cat an d  
on ly  m an ag es  to  lift one of its p aw s off th e  g ro u n d , on ly  to  be  to ld  m ock ing ly  
a fte rw ard s b y  U tgard-L oki: "I th o u g h t it n o  less w o n d e rfu l w h en  you  lifted  u p  
th e  cat and , to  tell you  th e  tru th , everyone w ho  saw  it w as  te rrified  w h en  you  
lifted  one of its  p aw s  from  the  g ro u n d . T h a t cat w as n o t w h a t it ap p e a re d  to  be; 
it w as th e  M iSgarS S erpen t th a t lies cu rled  a ro u n d  th e  w o rld  a n d  is scarcely 
long  en o u g h  h e a d  to  ta il to  encircle th e  ea rth "  (S turlason, Prose Edda 78). A fter 
this, T hor "reso lv ed  to  see if h e  could  contrive an  en coun te r w ith  th e  M iSgarS 
S erpen t" (ibid.), w h ich  h e  after a fte rw ard s d id  m ak in g  "as g re a t a fool of the 
M iSgarS  S erpen t" (80) as U tgarS-L oki h a d  m a d e  of h im . W h en  T hor w en t 1
11 For the exact wording of the published text, see quotation in the "The Lecture on 
Dragons and the 'Beowulf' Essay" section.
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fish ing  in  d isgu ise  w ith  th e  g ian t H ym ir, h e  u se d  th e  h ead  of an  ox as b a it an d  
th rew  it overboard :
The M idgard Serpent snapped at the ox-head, bu t the hook stuck fast in  
the roof of its m ou th  and, w hen  it realized that, it jerked aw ay so hard  
tha t both  Thor's fists knocked against the gunw ale. Then Thor grew  
angry and, exerting [all] his divine strength, du g  in his heels so hard  
tha t bo th  legs w en t th rough  the boat and he w as digging his heels in  the 
sea bottom. H e d rew  the serpent up  on board, [...] Thor fixed the 
serpent w ith  his eye and [...] the serpent glared back, belching poison.
(80)
Jus t a t the  p o in t w h en  T hor w as read y  to  strike it w ith  h is ham m er, 
th e  g ian t H y m ir cu t th e  line  w ith  h is  ba it-kn ife  an d  th e  se rp en t san k  back  into 
th e  sea. H o w ev er d ifferen t th e  deta ils  w h en  com pared  w ith  T o lk ien 's 
na rra tiv e , these  tw o  sto ries o f Snorri S tu rla so n 's  show  th a t th e  tre a tm en t of 
M id g a rd  S erp en t co u ld  be  a m a tte r  for th o ro u g h -g o in g  com edy  a n d  even  farce, 
in  a w ay  th a t genera lly  resem bles T o lk ien 's  tre a tm en t of th e  encoun te r 
be tw een  A rtaxerxes an d  th e  Sea-Serpent.
Fa r m e r  G il e s  o f  H a m
A lthough  n o t p u b lish ed  u n til 1949, the  earliest version  of Farmer Giles 
o f Ham  w as p rob ab ly  w ritten  in  ab o u t 1927 (Giles iii). T he story, w h ich  h a s  a 
p seu d o -m ed iev a l setting , is in  m a n y  w ays a de ligh tfu l, an d  even  in  p laces 
b rillian t, p a ro d y  of th e  trad itio n a l d rag o n -slay in g  tale. W hile C h rysophy lax  is 
in  m an y  w ays a trad itio n a l m ed iev a l d ragon , h e  is also m o d e lled  on  th e  late 
n in e teen th  an d  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  com ic tre a tm en t of cow ard ly  d ragons 
fo u n d  in  such  w orks of ch ild ren 's  lite ra tu re  as K enneth  G rah am e 's  The 
Reluctant Dragon an d  E d ith  N esb it's  The Dragon Tamers.12 T he h e ro  is n o t a 
k n ig h t b u t a s tu rd y  y eom an  farm er. H e  h as a m ag ic  sw o rd  th a t figh ts by  itself. 
T he cow ard ly  d rag o n  is n o t slain  b u t ignom in iously  tam ed  an d  m a d e  to  carry  
(m ost of) h is  tre a su re  back  to  H am . T he sto ry  also ow es m u ch  to  th e  B ritish 
fo lk tale d rag o n  leg en d s  as described  b y  Jacqueline S im pson  a n d  R alph  
W hitlock .12 3 M an y  of these  fo lk tale d rag o n  slayers, like Giles, a re  "C hurls"  
ra th e r th an  K nights, e ither local lan d o w n e rs  o r "V illage H eroes" (Sim pson, 
British Dragons 53-72). L ike m a n y  of these  stories, Farmer Giles is an  exam ple  of
12 See Christina Scull, "Dragons from Andrew Lang's retelling of Sigurd to Tolkien's 
Chrysophylax," 54-55; John D. Rateliff, "Earlier Versions of Farmer Giles of Ham," 45; and 
Scull and Hammond 2006, 221.
13 See Jacqueline Simpson, "Fifty British Dragon Tales: An Analysis" and British Dragons, 
and Ralph Whitlock, Here Be Dragons.
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a "charte r m y th ": "Several of these  ta les e ither sta te  o r s tro n g ly  im p ly  th a t it 
w as  as a re su lt of th e  h e ro 's  b rav e ry  in  k illing  th e  d rag o n  th a t h is  fam ily  w as 
ennob led , o r received  certa in  specified  esta tes [...] w h ich  qu ite  often  in c lu d ed  
th e  rig h t to  h av e  a d rag o n  as crest to  th e  fam ily  coat of a rm s" (61, 132). Like 
m a n y  of these  ta les (89-100), Farmer Giles is also a local legend  u se d  to  explain  
th e  o rig in  of certa in  're a l ' p lace nam es, such  as T am e a n d  W orm inghall 
(W unnle) (76-77). P a rt of th e  claim  of such  local leg en d s is th a t "Y ou can see it 
th ere  still" (Sim pson, British Dragons 89). In  m u ch  th e  sam e w a y  the n a rra to r of 
th e  F irst M an u sc rip t version  of Farmer Giles states: "T he fam ily  of G iles took 
th e  n am e  o f W o rm in g  from  the  d rag o n  a n d  th e  v illage of H a m  w as ever 
a fte rw ard s called  W orm inghall because  of them . I believe you  can fin d  it still 
on  th e  m a p  th o u g h  rivers  h av e  chan g ed  since those  days, a n d  n o  k ing  lives 
th ere  n o w " (100).
A n o th e r connection  w ith  B ritish  folktale d rag o n  legends is Farm er 
G iles 's sligh tly  o u tlan d ish  getup . S im pson  describes som e of the  b izarre  
p ro tec tive  coverings th a t th e  B ritish  folktale d ragon -slayers w ear: th ey  have  
su its  of a rm o u r " s tu d d e d  w ith  spear-heads, razo rb lades, knives, spikes, or 
sh a rp en ed  hooks" (S im pson, British Dragons 80); a t o th er tim es th e  hero  
p la s te rs  h im se lf in  p itch  o r b ird lim e, possib ly  as a fo rm  of d isgu ise . Sim ilarly, 
in  th e  Saga of R agnar L odb rokk  ('Shaggy-B reeks'), w h ich  fo llow s th e  Volsunga 
Saga in  th e  u n iq u e  su rv iv in g  m a n u sc rip t con ta in ing  bo th , th e  h e ro  bo iled  h is 
clo thes in  p itch  a n d  ro lled  in  san d  before  d o in g  b a ttle  w ith  th e  d rag o n .14 
A cco rd ing  to  S im pson, it h a s  been  su g g es ted  (I th ink  ra th e r fancifully) th a t th is 
w as  an  ac tua l p ro ced u re  u se d  "b y  w arrio rs  w ho  could  n o t affo rd  p ro p e r 
m ailcoats" (80). W hen  th e  v illagers of H a m  com e to F arm er G iles to  ask  h im  to 
f igh t the d ragon , h e  pro tests: "M e go d rag o n -h u n tin g ?  In  m y  o ld  legg ings an d  
w aistcoat?  D ragon -figh ts n eed  som e k in d  of a rm our, from  all I 'v e  h e a rd  tell. 
T here  is n 't  no  a rm o u r in  th is h o u se  a n d  th a t 's  a fact" (Giles 35). H ow ever, the 
v illage sm ith  S u n n y  Sam  is p e rsu a d e d  m ak e  a p ro tec tive  covering  for G iles by  
stitch ing  steel rin g s on to  h is  o ld  lea ther jerk in  a n d  breeches, to ge ther w ith  a 
lea th er he lm et. A fter h e  p u t these on, h e  p laced  an  o ld  felt h a t over th e  helm et, 
a n d  th rew  h is  b ig  g rey  cloak over th e  m ail coat. W h en  ask ed  for h is  reason , he  
rep lies:
Well . . . if it is your notion  to  go dragon-hunting  jingling and  dingling
like C anterbury Bells, it ain 't m ine. It do n 't seem sense to m e to  let a
dragon  know  tha t you  are com ing along the road  sooner th an  need  be.
A nd a helm et's a helm et, and a challenge to  battle. Let the w orm  see
14 "The Saga of Ragnar Lodbrok," in  The Saga of the Volsungs, The Saga of Ragnar Lodbrok, 
together with the Lay of Kraka 192-95.
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only m y old h a t over the hedge, and m aybe I'll get nearer before the 
trouble begins. (38)
T he n a rra to r goes on  to  com m ent: "T he cloak d id  som eth ing  to  stop  th e  no ise  
of [the rings], b u t G iles cu t a qu eer figu re  in  h is  gear"  (39).
T here  are also n u m ero u s  m a in ly  com ic o r iron ic  connections b e tw een  
Farmer Giles a n d  m ed iev a l an d  renaissance  lite ra tu re . H is  dog  G arm  is n am ed  
after th e  ferocious h o u n d  of H el, the G oddess of the  N o rse  U n d e rw o rld  
(S turluson, Prose Edda 88), bu t, u n lik e  h is  nam esake, G iles 's G arm  is a com plete 
cow ard . G iles 's sw o rd  C au d im ordax , like A rag o rn 's  a n d  T u rin 's , ow es 
som eth ing  to  S ig u rd 's  sw o rd  G ram , b u t p e rh a p s  m ore  to  th e  N orse  G od  F rey 's, 
"w h ich  w as such  a good  one th a t it fo u g h t b y  itself" (62). As R ateliff suggests 
("E arlier V ersions" 46), C au d im o rd ax  o r "T ailb iter" is an  ap p ro p ria te  ep ith e t 
fo r a d rag o n -sw o rd , calling  to  m in d  n o t on ly  b o th  th e  classical O urobo ros an d  
th e  M id g ard  se rp en t (S turluson, Prose Edda 56), b u t also th e  Sea-serpen t in  
T o lk ien 's  o w n  Roverandom.
A n o th e r in te restin g  connection  is w ith  the  D ragon  F igh t in  B ook I of 
S penser 's  Fairie Queene. W hen  th e  D ragon  first attacks R edcrosse, h e  d isab les 
th e  D ragon  by  p ierc ing  h im  u n d e r  th e  left w in g  w ith  h is spear w h ich
glauncing from  his scaly necke, d id  glyde 
Close under his left w ing, then  b road  displayd.
The percing steele there w rought a w ound  full w yde,
That w ith  the uncouth  sm art the M onster low dly cryde. (I.xi.20.6-9)
T he D ragon  th en  finds h im self un ab le  to fly: "T he b eas t im p a tien t of 
h is  sm artin g  w o u n d  [...] /  T h o u g h t w ith  h is w in g s to  stye above th e  g ro u n d ; / 
B ut h is  la te  w o u n d e d  w in g  unserv iceab le  fo u n d "  (I.xi.25.7-9). Sim ilarly, 
C au d im o rd ax  d isab les C h rysophy lax  b y  "sm itin g  th e  d rag o n  on  th e  jo in t of 
th e  rig h t w ing , a r in g in g  b low  th a t shocked  h im  exceedingly . [...] I t w as  qu ite  
en o u g h  for C h ry so p h y lax —h e  could  n o t u se  h is  w in g s for days. U p  h e  go t an d  
tu rn e d  to  fly, a n d  fo u n d  th a t h e  could  n o t"  (Giles 44). In  S penser 's  Fairie Queene 
la te r on  in  the  second  d a y  of the  d rag o n  figh t w h en  S penser 's  D ragon  re tu rn s  
to  attack  R edcrosse, h e  succeeds in  ch o p p in g  the  d ra g o n 's  tail off:
Inflam ed w ith  w rath, his raging blade he heft,
A nd strooke so strongly, that the knotty  string 
Of his huge taile he quite a sunder cleft,
Five joynts thereof he hew d, and bu t the stum p him  left. (I.xi.39.6-9)
T he m o tif of ch o p p in g  of th e  d ra g o n 's  tail does n o t com m only  occur 
in  d rag o n  fights. In  T olkien w e  h av e  the  com ic p ara lle l to  th e  id ea  of ea ting
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d ra g o n 's  ta il (and  th e  se lf-parody  m o ck -d ragon  ta il cake) a t th e  C h ris tm as 
feast.15 A lth o u g h  in  th e  Volsunga Saga S igu rd  ea ts th e  h e a rt of Fafnir, th ereby  
acqu iring  m ag ical know ledge, on ly  in  Farmer Giles o f Ham  (22-23, 27) an d  
Roverandom  (33) is d rag o n 's  ta il considered  a delicacy. Scull a n d  H am m o n d  in  
th e ir com m en tary  to  Farmer Giles also suggest a p ara lle l w ith  th e  trad itio n a l 
cu stom  of b rin g in g  in  th e  B oar's H e a d  a t C h ris tm as feasts (Giles 113-14).
T here  are  also som e connections w ith  the  L egend  of Saint G eorge. The 
h u m ilia tin g  w ay  in  w h ich  C hrysophy lax  is chased  or p a ra d e d  th ro u g h  the 
stree ts of H am , b o th  first w h en  h e  is w o u n d e d  b y  G iles (44-45), an d  la te r w h en  
forced  to  b r in g  h is  treasu re  back  on  h is  back  to  H a m  (66-67), para lle ls  the 
m a n n e r in  w h ich  th e  d rag o n  co nquered  b y  St. G eorge in  The Golden Legend is 
led  tam ely  in to  th e  city  it h a d  been  a ttack ing  by  a m a id e n 's  g ird le  tied  a ro u n d  
its neck .16 Also, G iles 's  son G eorge h as a (fragm en tary ) a d v en tu re  of h is  ow n, 
th o u g h , fa r from  fig h tin g  dragons, h e  h a s  to  be rescued  b y  C h rysophy lax  from  
th e  d u n g eo n  of the  G ian t C au n u s  (101-103). T here m ay  be an ironic para lle l 
h e re  w ith  th e  rescue of R edcrosse (w ho is la te r rev ea led  to  be "S ain t G eorge") 
from  the  p riso n  of th e  g ian t O rgoglio  b y  P rince  A rth u r  an d  h is  squ ire  a n d  U na 
in  Fairie Queene Book I, C anto  viii, w h ich  also involves a d rag o n -fig h t be tw een  
P rince A rth u r a n d  th e  "fru itfu ll-h ead ed  beast"  r id d e n  b y  D uessa  (FQ  I.v iii.12- 
22, cf. I.iv.10.4-5).
A n o ther s tra n d  th a t T olkien  d raw s  on  h e re  is A rth u rian  trad ition , 
th o u g h  in  th e  F o rew o rd  th e  n a rra to r  suggests th a t th e  sto ry  ac tua lly  took place 
before  th e  tim e of A rth u r  (7-8). C h rysophy lax  is clearly, like th e  W hite  D ragon  
in  Roverandom, a W elsh  d ragon  (cf. Letters 130). C h rysophy lax  com es from  the  
m o u n ta in -co u n try  aw ay  w est an d  n o rth  of th e  clearly  O xfo rdsh ire  se tting  of 
th e  L ittle K in g d o m  (10, 23-25). T his is exp lic itly  iden tif ied  as V enedo tia  (N orth  
W ales) in  th e  E nvoi (78, cf.8).
T here  are  also som e in te restin g  para lle ls  w ith  th e  Volsunga Saga. 
C h ry so p h y lax 's  cave is described  in  te rm s rem in iscen t of Fafn ir's: "A t las t on 
th e  w est side of th e  m o u n ta in  th ey  cam e to  th e  m o u th  of th e  cave. I t w as large 
an d  black  an d  fo rb idd ing , an d  its b razen  gates sw u n g  on  g rea t p illa rs of iron. 
P la in ly  it h a d  b een  a p lace of g rea t s tren g th  a n d  p rid e  in  d ay s long  fo rgotten  
[...]. T he doors of th is d eep  h o u se  w ere  set w ide, an d  in  th e ir sh ad o w  they  
h a lted "  (Giles 62). In  th e  Volsunga Saga w e are  to ld  th a t after S igu rd  slew  Fafnir 
(an d  Regin):
15 Another possibility (no doubt known to Tolkien) is that it m ay have been suggested by 
the fact that snake is considered a delicacy in many parts of the world.
16 "Saint George," in  Medieval Narrative: A  Book of Translations, 415.
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H e then  leapt onto his horse and rode along Fafnir's trail un til he came 
to  the lair, w hich he found open. All the doors w ere m ade of iron, as 
w ere all their fastenings. All the posts in  the house w ere also of iron, 
and  they  had  been sunk into earth. There S igurd found an enorm ous 
store of gold [...]. H e found so m uch gold tha t he expected it to be m ore 
th an  tw o or even three horses could carry. H e took all the gold and p u t 
it into tw o large chests and  then  took G rani by  the bridle. H is horse 
w ou ld  no t budge and  w hipping  w as useless. S igurd now  discovered 
w hat the horse w anted. H e leapt onto his back and p u t spurs to  him  and 
the horse ran  as if unencum bered. (Byock trans. ch.20, p.66)
T here  is also an  am u sin g  con trast w ith  th e  a ttitu d e  of the  g rey  m are  in 
Farmer Giles. W hile G ran i seem s in itia lly  re lu c tan t to  carry  th e  treasu re , h e  is 
on ly  w a itin g  for S ig u rd  to le ap  on  h is  back  before  h e  rid es off w ith  the 
treasu re , even  th o u g h  it is m u ch  m ore  th a n  w h a t any  o rd in a ry  h o rse  could  
carry. W h en  C h rysophy lax  b rin g s o u t th e  tre a su re  from  h is  cave, th e  grey  
m are , on  th e  o th er h an d , s ta rts  g e ttin g  anxious: " 'W h o 's  g o ing  to  carry  all th is 
stu ff hom e, I w o n d er? ' th o u g h t she; an d  she gave  such  a long  sad  look a t all 
th e  bags an d  all th e  boxes th a t th e  fa rm er g u essed  h e r  m in d . 'N ev e r you  
w orry , lass!' sa id  he, 'W e 'll m ak e  th e  o ld  w o rm  d o  th e  ca rtin g '"  (Giles 63). In  
th e  e n d  th e  d rag o n  h a s  to  carry  m o s t of th e  treasu re  an d  th e  g ray  m are  is g iven  
on ly  a sm all load.
F arm er G iles 's g rey  m are  is a "h e lp fu l an im al"  w ho  is an  obv ious 
em b o d im en t of th e  in s tinctive w isd o m  of the  hero , b u t she also v e ry  defin ite ly  
h a s  a d is tinctive p e rso n a lity  o f h e r  ow n. B ecause G iles tru s ts  h e r  h e  is g u id ed  
to  d o  th e  rig h t th in g  a t certa in  crucial p o in ts  in  th e  n arra tive . She b ea rs  certain  
sim ilarities to  th e  sh ag g y  little  ho rse  of th e  Ir ish  h e ro  C onn-eda , w h ich  g u id ed  
h im  on  h is  quest: "C o n n -ed a  m o u n te d  th e  u n im p ress iv e  steed, a n d  le t th e  reins 
fall loose on  its neck  so th a t th e  an im al m ig h t take  w h a tev e r ro ad  it chose. It 
w as  a m ag ical horse, possessed  of th e  g ift of speech, an d  it carried  its r id e r 
safely  th ro u g h  a series of ad v en tu res"  (Z im m er 28). A lthough  th e  g rey  m are  
does n o t sacrifice h e r  life to  h e lp  F arm er G iles in  th e  w ay  C o n n -e d a 's  steed  
does (30-32), h e r in stinc tive  p ru d en ce  an d  w isd o m  saves th e  lives of b o th  
F arm er G iles a n d  h erse lf on  m ore  th an  one occasion.
F arm er G iles is n o  "h ero "  in  the conven tional sense: u n lik e  the 
kn igh ts, w ho, accord ing  to C hrysophy lax , "a lw ays kill d ragons, if w e d o n 't  kill 
th em  first" (60), G iles is qu ite  w illing  to m ak e  a b a rg a in  w ith  the  dragon . 
C h rysophy lax , in  exchange for b e in g  a llow ed  to  k eep  som e of h is  treasu re , 
offers to  h e lp  F arm er Giles: "If you  w ill leave m e w h a t rem ains [...] I 'll be y o u r 
fr ien d  for ever. A n d  I w ill carry  th is treasu re  back  to  y o u r h o n o u r 's  ow n  h o u se  
an d  n o t to  th e  K ing 's. A n d  I w ill h e lp  you  to  keep  it, w h a t is m o re"  (64). G iles 
agrees. T he n a rra to r p ra ises  h is decision:
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A knight w ou ld  have stood out for the w hole hoard  and  got a curse laid 
u p o n  it. A nd as likely as not, if Giles h ad  driven  the w orm  to despair, he 
w ou ld  have tu rned  and fought in  the end, Tailbiter or no Tailbiter. In 
w hich case Giles, if no t slain himself, w ou ld  have been obliged to 
slaughter his transport and  leave the best p a rt of his gains in  the 
m ountains. (64)
In  the  Volsunga Saga F afn ir 's  treasu re  a lread y  h a d  a curse  p laced  on  it by  
A n d v ari th e  D w arf, w h en  L oki d em an d e d  A n d v a ri's  las t go ld  ring: th is  curse 
led  u ltim a te ly  to  S ig u rd 's  death . B ecause G iles is n o t g reed y  h e  avo id s being  
cu rsed  in  the  first p lace .17 Farmer Giles show s th a t T olk ien  gave som e serious 
th o u g h t to the  im probab ilities of th e  accoun t of th e  Volsunga Saga: even  a 
m ag ical stead  like G ran i w o u ld  h av e  h a d  g rea t d ifficu lty  carry ing  the  vast 
tre a su re  of th e  N ib e lu n g s aw ay  from  F afn ir 's  cave.
W hile  it is certa in ly  possib le  to  enjoy T o lk ien 's  ch ild ren 's  stories on  the ir 
ow n, a considera tion  of lite ra ry  "sources,"  in fluences a n d  m o d els  th a t T olkien 
m a y  h av e  d ra w n  on  can en rich  ou r app rec ia tion  of T o lk ien 's  o w n  artistic  
creativ ity . In  particu la r, an  exam ination  of T o lk ien 's  tran sfo rm atio n s of these 
sources h e lp s  to  h ig h lig h t th e  richness of h is  s trong ly  dev e lo p ed  sense of 
h u m o r a n d  com ic sensibility , a richness th a t h as  n o t a lw ays been  fully  
recogn ized  b y  scholars o r fans.
17 In  a sim ilar w ay Bilbo is free of the "dragon  sickness," the curse of Sm aug's treasure in 
The Hobbit, unlike Thorin O akenshield w hose d eath  in  a sense represented  the w orking 
out of the curse. In The Hobbit the question  of "transport" also suddenly  becom es an  
issue w hen Sm aug asks Bilbo about how  he is going to get h is pa rt of the treasure home: 
"I don't know if it has occurred to you that, even if you could steal the gold bit 
by bit—a matter of a hundred years or so—you could not get it very far? [...]
Bless me! Had you never thought of the catch? A fourteenth share, I suppose, or 
something like it, those were the terms, eh? But w hat about delivery? What about 
cartage? What about armed guards and tolls?"[...]
You will hardly believe it, but poor Bilbo was really very taken aback. [...] He 
had never bothered to wonder how the treasure was to be removed, certainly 
never how any part of it that might fall to his share was to be brought back all the 
way to Bag-End Under-Hill. (Annotated Hobbit XII.281)
Bilbo solves the problem  of transport b y  renouncing his "fourteenth  share," w hen  he 
gives the A rkenstone to Bard and  the  Elvenking to bargain  w ith, and  in  the  end is 
content to  re tu rn  hom e w ith  only tw o sm all chests of treasure (XVIII.351).
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